260                  THE EMPTY QUARTER

In a space of about four hours we had crossed as many
valleys, well-marked channels between broad gently sloping
ridges. In each case the wind had scoured out the bed to
expose patches of the calcareous rock below, of which we
collected samples while searching in vain for shells and
fossils. Here and there in the sandy hollows we found queer,
thin tubes1 of coagulated sand, whichmycompanionsregarded
as evidence of subsoil water in the neighbourhood and which
they often find near the known wells. These proved to be
fulgurites or lightning-sticks, formed by the fusing of damp
sand by lightning and the adhesion of sand to the fused mass
in such a manner as to form a thin tube. Our specimens are
puny little things compared with many in the British
Museum, but the frequency of their occurrence in the rain-
less, or almost rainless, desert is remarkable enough.

Some of these ridges flattened out at the top into broad
plateaus of a gentle switchback character with shallow un-
dulations and occasional moraines of low rounded dunes in
large groups. Far and wide it was an unimaginably bare
wilderness, and our nerves seemed to be at high tension as
we faced the prospect of hour after hour of the same desola-
tion, labouring on in the growing sultriness of noon along the
furrow ploughed ahead of us by the passage of our baggage-
train, Not once had we drawn rein since starting and the
time drew nigh for a short halt for a breather, with coffee to
cheer the heart of man. We had crossed the third valley and
slowly climbed the long slope beyond it to the ridge crest,
whence we looked forth on yet another valley with rolling
downs beyond. Our general course had been WNW., but
now almost due north of us, as we scanned the horizon, we
saw a tent silhouetted against the slope of the further ridge.
It was evidently one of our own tents, pitched for the first
time since leaving Shanna, for we had discarded all un-
necessary trouble and comfort to save time. The tent fore-
boded ill; the sudden change of direction was ominous. It
was scarcely past midday and I railed in natural wrath
against the transport folk for their wretched marching. The
light-headed Farraj took up the challenge with a hysterical

1 See Appendix.